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Intro: US. Air Force Captain, Charles E. Yeager , became the first 
person to break the sound barrier. He did so in a Bell X-1 rocket 
plane on October 14, 1947, when he pushed his plane past the magical 
740 m.p.h. mark. 

History as been punctuated again and again by the breaking of 
barriers. These times have been ca l led "BREAKTHROUGH' in the 
history of man. 

God also has initiated "breakthroughs." 
IN THE BEGINNING God broke through void and nothingness, and spoke 

heaven and earth into existence. 
IN THE CRISES OF ISRAEL God broke through the silence of despair, 

and spoke through the voice of His prophets. 
IN THE FULLNESS OF TIME God broke though the hopelessness of man, 

and sent His Only Begotten Son into the world. 
IN THE DARKNESS OF THE TOMB God broke through the bewilderment of 

his followers, and resurrected His Son. 
I N THE QUIETNESS OF THE UPPER ROOM God broke through fear, and 

empowered His disciples to proclaim the gospel boldly. 
IN THE MIDST OF PREJUDICE God broke through tradition, and freed 

the gospel to be preached to Jew and Gentile alike. 
I N THE CLIMATE OF PROVINCIALISM God broke through the boundaries 

of Asia, and inspired believers to carry the gospel into Europe. 
IN TH ROUGHT OF SPIRITUAL BARRENNESS God broke through, and 

revival swept across Dundee, Scotland in 1839 as-!'obert McCheyne made 
himself available as God's agent for spiritual breakthrough. 

Such a breakthrough can happen again! As Southern Baptists enter 
the last decade of the 20th century, we are reminded of a commitment. 
Fourteen years ago, we committed our selves to share the gospel with 
every person in the world by the year 2000. This commitment , called 
BOLD MISSION THRUST, is still a a distant reality. 

To reach the world, to reach our own communities with the gospe l, 
we need a divine, miraculous intervention. We need nothing less t han a 
BREAKTHROUGH spearheaded by the Spirit of God. That breakthrough CAN 
come, as it has so many times before. God CAN make a break~hrough in 
your life, in your church, in your community, and in your world! 

The words of Christ to Simon , "Launch out into the deep, and let 
down your nets," become His words to us as He calls us to BREAKTHROUGH. 

"BREAKTHROUGH" is an exci ing effort to move Southern Baptist 
churches off a three year Sunday School enrollment plateau. 

As it begins in Octoberv~oocentrat..e.d....,efforts, innovative 
approaches, and spiritual commitment are needed to move beyond stagnant 
enrollment and reach unchurched people in American during the 1990's. 

The 1990-91 theme, "BREAKTHROUGH .. Reach To Win ," implies that 
there are barriers to growth, barriers we must "break through." In 
fact, Webster defines "breakthrough" as "An act or place of breaking 
through an OBSTRUCTION; an offensive thrust that penetrates and carries 
beyond a DEFENSIVE ZONE. 11 And there are ol5structions 11 and "defensive 
zones" that are barriers to Breakthrough Growth. 

n order to experience "breakthrough" we must identify those 



barriers to be 11 broken through. 11 

Th re aTe three great barriers t hat stand between us and 
Breakthrough Growth in our Sunday schools. THEY ARE THE BARRIERS OF: 

I. OPPOSITION TO THE CHURCH 

1. Open Antagonis s 
--Acts 12:1 (READ) 
--NOTE: \Well, there is no~hing novel about that. There is no~hing 
new in that statement. The Her-ods of the world have always hated 
the Church of our Lord Jesus Christ! 

That ungodly monster who was the grandfather of this Herod 
sought to kill the infant Jesus. And now his "worthy descendant" 
seeks to destroy the infant church. 

I say there ' s nothing unusual abou that. The cohorts of hell 
have always opposed the Church that Jesus loved and gave himself 
for. 

And so r.ight from the V"ery beginning the Church learned to cope 
with such opposition and such antagonists and soon learned not to 
fear greatly no matter how mighty Herod looked on his throne, and 
how little and insignificant the Church seemed to be. They 
learned there is a power n their side fighting for them and 
through them that would conquer the mighty Herods! 

But notice the rest of this story--Acts 12:23-24 (READ) 
And this has been the story through the centuries. The 

enemies of the Church ave laughed in triumph. They have 
destroyed the institution that claimed to have the blessings of 
God upon it. Ana time and again as they r.ejoiced in their 
victories they have found that theirs were but empty and hollow 
victories--they have been "eaten of worms 11 and died BUT the Word 
of God grows and multiplies! 

So we have learned not to fear greatly those open f or ce s of 
evi 1 . 

But today we see.{ a new phenomenon-- opposition to the Church 
and indifference to the Church coming from a new source. Not from 
some ungodly despot or self-acclaimed spokesman of atheism who 
typifies materialism and secularism, but from those who CLAIM to 
love God. 

~e have nothing to fear from those like Madeline O'Hair. In 
fact I feel that she is the best argument Christianity has going 
against atheism! 

BUT we hav~ everything to feac from those enemies who claim to 
be friends of God. For the Church today is wounded in the house 
of its "friends!" 

2. Chu~chless Christians 
--NOTE: Ce tain earnest souls have apparently become convinced 
that the Church is so le;tl~~~~ with evil and so ~an with 
the world and es sue Re~ us times that it is doomed to 
failure! They have ceased to hope , they have ceased to work, and 
they have ceased to pray that the Church will experience 
breakthrough growth and once again become the Church Triumphant. 

Some honest people whom I know have actually been so deceived 
that they believe that since the Church is 11 doomed to failure 11 
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there is nothing left to do for those who really love God but to 
get outside the church, throw rocks at the church, and find some 
other institution or start one of their own to carry on the work 
ot God. 

And so I bear even some preachers talking about "churchless 
Christianity"--Christianity without the Church, and actually 
believe that this is the future of Christianity! 

Now I do not so Lead he Word ~f God! As I look a~ the Bible I 
find the Church is a glorious, wonderful, triumphant army marching 
out to do the will of God! 

I further read that it is an impossibility to separate X'nity 
from the Church. Such a concept never existed in the minds of the 
early Christians, for 11 The Lord added to the Church daily such as 
were being saved" (Acts 2:47b). The word, "church, " is used by 
Jesus, the founder of the Church, 22 times. T~enty-one of thes e 
22 times the meaning is so restricted it can have but one 
meaning--the LOCAL church, just like the local church to which you 
belong. And He further says of the Church, "The gates of hell 
shall not prevail against it!" (Matt 16:18b). 
--NOTE: (Dean M. Kell y, Why Conservative Churches Are Growing. 
p. 44) "Neither anthropology nor history records a disembodied 
religion without any continuing group of people collectively 
experiencing and transmitting it." 

Religion must have an "organ-izational carrier " and Christ calls 
His "carrier" the Church! 

So much for this barr,ier, the OPPOSITION to the church. 
Whe--t-he comes in the orm of "Open Antagonist s" or "Churchless 
Christians, 11 we haven't much to fear. 

BUT the barrier that frighte ns me, the barrier that I find 
impossible to break through apart from divine intervention is the 
barrier of: 

II. MISCONCEPTIONS OF THE CHURCH 

·-NOTE: Misconceptions of the church concerning its PURPOSE ere ct 
a most threatening barrier to Breakthrough Growth. We shall 
remain plateaued until be break through this barrier! 

And for Southern Baptists, I particularly have in mind our 
misconceptions concerning the purpose of Sunday school. ' ' '-SJf ... ' ' 

This past February I had lunch with J<enneth Hemphil ~ , pastor ~f 
the First Baptist Church of Norfolk, Virgin i a. thi s church has 
e__xperienced "break-through growth ." When Kenneth arrived a t the 
church its Sunday school had been on a plateau of around 500 for 
years. Today it averages over 2,00 0 with an enrollment of some 
6,000. Friends, I call that "Breakthrough Growth," and I, for 
one, am humble enough to learn from that church's experience! 

Dr. Hemphill said that in order t o experience such growth, the 
church had to break through the barrier of misconceptions of the • purpose of the ~Sunday school. He stated that these misconceptions 
had held the church back and kept it plateaued for years! 

I think you will recogniz~ ~hese barriers . There is the 
misconception that the purpose of Sunday school is: 
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1. Fellowship 
--NOTE: This is why som~ classes and departments find it 

difficult to sponsor a new unit. They say, "If we sponsor a new 
unit that not only ~~~ns that we will pray for it, and encourage 
it, but that some o~will go and become a part of it! And we have 
such good fellowship1 I ike it here!" 

We have redefined the P.Urpose of Sunday school as "fellowship ." 
And when a teacher encourages this misconception that teacher i s 
erecting a barrier to Breakthrough Growth. 

The misconception that the purpose of Sunday school is 
fellowship not only is a barrie r to the creation of new units, it 
can also be a barrier to enlarging the existing unit. Members 
feel that fellowship is the main purpose may be hesitant to 
actively reach out and include new people in their class. Too 
many 11 st r: angers 11 may disturb their comfort zone. 

Fellowship IS important ! It is vital! But it is not the 
PURPOSE of Sunday schoql. It is not an end in itself . It is a 
means to a greater end. - s u M m~e"7.=..==:-4-

Another misconception that erects a barrier to break-through 
growth is : 

2. Tradition 
- A be.r-r> iet to "Bf'eaktht--&1:1g-h-Gr-Ow - · c,.f..t.·EHl e-et--e by the 
mi sconcept; n that t--he rur-pos of Sunda sehool i-s- t - matntai'n 

r.adit: on ~ he mind set that "We have always been together, 11 

or "This is our room, " or "We have our own program and 
projects, " or "We are not part of the larger family of t he 
department or the church," sees the purpose of Sunday school to 
be the maintaining of tradition. 

Tradition has value . It can be the cement that bonds us 
together. This is especia l ly true if it is the tradition of 
cooperation and evangelism and missionary zea l that 
characterized the charter members of our church and the 
generations that worked so hard to make the church what it was 
when we came on the scene. 

The pioneers of those early days did not build a church upon 
tradition but upon their obedience to the great commission, to 
go, to reach, to win, and to make disciples who in turn would 
reach and win others. 

There is yet a third misconception that erects a barrier to 
break-through growth. It is: 

3. Quality Bible Teaching 
--NOTE: The teacher or class member who feels that the urpose 
of Sunday school is teaching, 11 qual i ty Bible teaching, 11 suffers 
the same misconception as the pastor who feels that his main 
purpose is preaching. Whenever teaching or preaching become an 
end in themselves, they fail to accomplish the purpose which 
God has in mind, 

There is no "quality Bible teaching" equal to that of 
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Christ, Even though He taught unceasingl y, He said, "I came °''JdJ 
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:rhe 1990-91 theme is not "Reach to Teach," but "Reach to Win ' 



I thank God for the scores of gifted, dedicated teachers 
in our church who are as committed as I am to following the 
admonition to "Study to show thyself approved unto God, a 
workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the 
Word of Truth" (II Tim. 2:15). 

BUT the purpose of "rightly diviaing the Word of Truth" is 
that people will be eached with the gospel--people not yet 
involved in Bible study. ) The excellent lessons our teachers 
bring should motivate us to join with them is reaching out and 
enra.Uing others that they too may be blessed and won. 

>I~ fellowsbip, if maintaining tradition, if 6uality Bible 
t.eacb1DCJ are not the purpose of Sunday school, w at is? The 
answer is found in each of the themes for the next five years. 

Here they are --see if you can discover it: 

1990-91 BREAKTHROUGH ... Reach to Win 
1991-92 BREAKTHROUGH ... Teach the Bible to Win 
1992-93 BREAKTHROUGH ... Equip to Win 
1993-94 BREAKTHROUGH ... Serve to Win 
1994-95 BREAKTHROUGH ... Witness to Win 

The purpose of the Sunday school is repeated again and again 
throughout all these thernes--"to Win, to Win, to Win, to Win, 
to Win! 11 

We must place Sunday school back on 
make winning others its main purpose. 
shall break through the barriers, move 
our into the deep, let down our nets, 11 

Breakthrough Growth! 

/7 :a I I I. ATTITUDES IN THE CHURCH 

he front burner and 
When this ts done, we 
off the plateau, 11 launch 
and experience 

- -Luke 5: 5a "And Simon answer i ng said unto Hirn, 'Master, we have 
toiled all the night, and have taken nothing.'" 

1. Defeatism 
--NOTE: Simon was tired . He had "toiled all the night " and had 
taken nothing! Have you ever f elt that way? It ' s easy to fee l 
that way when you have worked long and hard hours and have 
nothing to show for it. When yo-u re tired, it easy to 
feel defeated. You're ot alone. A lot of u ave labored 
hard "and have taken nothing." 
--ILLUS: The Gorbachev revolution has come 
Prague, Budapest or Leipzig but to Moscow. 
Gorbachev was not over the horizon letting 
was on the podium , making i t happen. 

norne. Not to 
This time Mikhail 

it all happen. He 

Ci izens paraded through the streets carrying banners which 
loosely translate THROW THE BUM OUT! This time it was in the 
Kremlin that the burns listened and began to give up their abso
lute power. 

Gorbachev had created the conditions for the end of one
party rule in Poland, Hungary, East Germany, Czechoslovakia and 
Bulgaria by giving notice that the regimes there were on their 
own. But in Russia? 
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Part of the genius of Gorba chev is to make what was 
unthinkable yesterday seem sensible today and inevitable tomor
row. On Jeb . 5, 199 ~ , he did the unthinkable and called fo r 
the end of the monopoly on political power that the Communist 
party held since the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution. 

The whole world was saying , 11 It can't be done! 11 

But one man cast off the attitude of defeatism and broke a 
73 year old pattern! > God i infinitely mo r. e concerned about Hi s church than who 
rules Russia. 

We too can cast off the attitude of defeat ism, shatter 
old patterns and experience Breakthrough Growth! 

2. Skepticism 
--NOTE: A subtle attitude of skepticism is etected in Simon 's 
reply, 11 We have toiled all the night, and have taken 
nothing 11 -- 11 We tried that before, and it didn ' t work!" 

DEEEATISM is the r inging of hands, sitting in the stands. 
SKEPTICISM is booing those who attempt Breakthrough Growth. 

--ILLUS: Throughout the years there have been little bands of 
committed men and women who have made an imprint on history out 
of all proportion to their numbers or apparent abilities. In the 
main, they are usually recru i ted_ from the least pr omisi ng r a nks 
of society. All they have to offer is themselves, They are 
virtuall y irresistible . From Thess . to your city and mine, they 
are accuse"d of "turning the world upside down! 11 And their 

ience o_t, 11 Breakthrough Growth" can be yours and mine! 
ere are t ose w o say, s a right o talk a out 

those early Christians. In the past the Church d id have some 
wonderful saintly soldiers. But those days are gone. The Chur ch 
just isn't what it used to be. The church today is a pret t y sad 
lot..! In our day the s 1 tuat ion is different! 11 

Now I wonder if it i s. I ' d like for us for just a few moment s 
to compare and contrast the church of the fi ~st century with , for 
instance, the church here, the F.B.C. of San Angelo. I'd like 
for you to look over the strengths and the weaknesses , the 
~i r tues and the vices of these two churches and compare them and 
see ii any grounds exist at all for the concept of a failing 
Church today in the light of what we know about the Church of the 
f' st century- -Will you go along with me ? Let ' s try it . 

--NOTE: If I had been a member of that little church back there 
that launched the revival on the day of Pentecost and if somebody 
had made a motion in business meeting, 11 ! move that on Pentecost 
day we launch a campaign to introduce the gospel of X to 
Jerusalem and that our goal be , 000 conver ts in one day; I 
further move that following this we send out a missionary f or ce 
that will effect the whole world, and that we adopt 'BRE~KTHROUGH 
... Reach to Win as our theme for this year ~ 11 

I can hear myself getting up and saying, 11 Now, now brethren , I 
have a lot of faith, but there is no need in being presumptuous 
about this thing. Now I believe in the promise of God and think 
in time we should give due consideration t o carrying out Christ's 
great commission, but there is not any need fo p our being foolish 
enough to think that we can do a wild impossible thing like t ha t . 
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"Breakthrough Growth! 11 Taking the 
at's ridiculous " And I could have 
couldn't do it--more reasons than 

wrong in the first place! 
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1. It was in the wrong location 
--NOTE: If I had been starting the first Church I would have t~Oa.cn'l V 
better than to have started it in Jerusalem. would have 
starte ' t over in Galilee i n some quiet village where we had a 
lot of friends and where the first members came from. But 
there were several things against starting the Church in 
Jerusalem. 

(1) ~irst they had plenty of religion there already-- osephus 
said they had 400 synagogues in Jerusalem! And in addition 
they had the mighty Temple . They had the Pharisees and the 
Saducees. t-Jhy did they need that little old group of X'ns. 
There wasn't any need for another church there. 

(2) And on top of that, the enemies of the Church lived there. 
The murderers of Jesus lived there and they would have been 
happy to have murdered every member of that Church! 

And you talk about facing adverse condi t ions. We do not 
face conditions as terrible as those faced in the first 

V century. There are people who hate t he Church today. There 
are people who do not par i cular. ly love your Church, I am sure . 
But you don ' t face any enemies l ike that, not any who would 
want to kill every member of this church, they would want to 
spare some of you. So you do not have the opposition they had 
which arises from being in the wrong location. 

2. It lacked proper leadership 
--NOTE: Chr. st had been taken away. 
- -Bridge: I know what you are saying , "But you 're forgetting 
that back there they had saints in their membership and our 
members today are not the kind they had back then, " I dispute 
that. Let's look over the church roll of that first church and 
see if this alibi can stand up at all. 

3. Its members were not dedicated 
(1) They had 12 charter members, all Galileans, obscure men, 
except one. Apparently only one had any standing in his home 
town. He was called II he Man of Kerioth. 11 Maybe the Chamber 
of Commerce had e 1 ected him the 11 man of the year '' or something, 
I don't know. 

But since he was such an outs anding man they elected him 
treasurer and you know that scoundrel turned out to be a thie f! 
The treasurer of the first church that ever existed turned out 
to be a thief. Now with members like that you can't do much , 
can you? That ' s 1/12 o f their mernbership--thieves and 
betrayers of the Lord. We have a bett e r average than that, 
don ' t we? 



l (2) Judas is now gone--not holding the Church back, but there 
prominent member who was still there, Simon Peter , And on the 
night the Lord was betrayed he got on a bragging spel l. (You 
never knew Baptists to do that, did you?) He would never 
forsake Jesus. And yet he got in with the wrong crowd and 
denied he knew Jesus and the third time he cursed, He remained 
in the Church and on the day they launched their great 1 campaign, he stuck himself up in the pulpit to preach the 
sermon! > Can you 2icture a Pharisee picking up the evening newspaper 
and reading the announcement that the Church was going to 
launch a campaign. I can imagine his laughing and telling his 
wife, 'Look here, this Church is going to tel 1 us how t o get 

~ right with God! That's old brother Judas· church, you know he 
cost us 30 pieces of silver. And look here, old cussing Simon 
Peter is going to do the preaching!" 

W WHEN YOU HAVE PE~ - __.."...,......._.....u'Y-- ·in your church you can't 
expect much. Especially when one will go out and do that in 
front of a group of unsaved people! 

(3) Thomas , a good man in many ways but mighty careless about 
his church attendance. He even missed the first Easter Sun
day, and that's really going some when you do that! And then 
he was always looking on the dark side,,. i.e. "Let us go that 
we may die with him. 11 He couldn't believe that anything good 
happened that first Easter he missed ... ( 3:12 25%) 

(4) James and John--High tempered, selfishl mbitious men 
--NOTE: Wouldn't let man cast out devils. Wanted to burn l Samaritan city down. Coveted sitting on the right /left hand ... 
--Bridge: With those kind of members how could that church 
accomplish anything? That's just 5 of them, but that is 5 of 
the 12. I can't tell you about t he others because the Bible 
doesn't tell of their having ever done anything. Frank Stagg 
says in his book on Acts, "The reason the scripture doesn't 
tell about them is that they probably didn't do anything. : 
Maybe we have some members like that too. Tell me, how ~s such 
a church going to have "Breakthrough Growth?" 

W PURPOSE OF LOOKING AT THE FIRST C -- ~ · in 
comparison with the church today is this--! want to remind you 
that as always had to do i wor r ea and mperfe 

t" men and women. ' t you g ad e uses people 1 ike that? Dr . 
. B. Gamb Lll often said, "God can hit some might straight 

licks with some mighty crooked sticks ! " Thank God he can. 
o , can't you see, no h rdships we have today are as great 

as those of that early church, yet they experienced 
"Breakthrough Growth!" THEY INVADED THEIR ENTIRE WORLD with 

, the gospel. BEFORE A GENERATION HAD PASSED AWAY , every city of 
ti/ any importance in the Roman Empire had been invaded by 
V Christians and had its own church. 

I 
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CON: That early band of believer s had no doubt but that 11 Reach to 
Win 11 was their manpate! They overcame barrier that came 
their way and so ~ we--whether it be OPPOSITION to the 
church, or MISCONCEPTIONS of the church, or ATTITUDES in the 
church. 

"Like a mighty army, moves the Church of God, 
Brethren, we are treading where the saints have trod. 

We are not divided, all one body we, 
One in hope and doctrine, One is charity. 

Onward Christian Soldiers, Marching as to war, 
With the cross of Jesus Going on before!" 

BREAKTHROUGH . .. Reach t o Wi n ! 
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